Ultrastructural changes in the theca interna during follicular atresia in sheep.
Sixteen antral follicles, 1.8--4.2 mm in diameter, at various stages of atresia, were studied by electron microscopy. Deletion of theca interna cells by condensation followed by fragmentation (apoptosis), with subsequent engulfment of the fragments by remaining thecal cells, was present at all stages, but was most marked during secondary and tertiary atresia. In primary and secondary atresia, the relative numbers of thecal cells whose cytoplasm was rich in tubular endoplasmic reticulum were higher than in non-atretic follicles of comparable size. During tertiary atresia the number of cell layers in the theca interna was reduced, and cells rich in tubular endoplasmic reticulum became proportionately less numerous. Degenerating cellular material was present within the lumina of thecal capillaries at all stages of atresia. Such material was rarely seen in primary atresia, and increased in incidence progressively in later stages. It was concluded that during atresia a large number of theca interna cells are deleted by apoptosis, and many thecal capillaries become blocked with cellular debris.